Expression of E-cadherin in human epidermal non-melanoma cutaneous tumours.
E-cadherin is a calcium-sensitive, cell-to-cell, adhesion molecule that is expressed widely in normal human epithelial tissue. Abnormal expression has been described in colorectal, breast and nasopharyngeal squamous cell carcinomas, where loss of E-cadherin is associated with an increased metastatic potential. We have examined, by standard immunohistochemical techniques using the monoclonal antibody HECD-1 (E-cadherin monoclonal antibody), the distribution of E-cadherin in normal human skin and in non-melanoma neoplastic lesions. In the normal epidermis, E-cadherin was strongly expressed on the surface of keratinocytes and specialized epithelial structures. Staining was absent from the lower pole of basal keratinocytes in contact with the basement membrane. Weak cytoplasmic staining was also noted in basal keratinocytes. No reactivity was demonstrated in dermal structures. The assessment of cutaneous tumours demonstrated an altered pattern of staining in most cases. Cell surface expression was reduced in 28 of 30 cases of basal cell carcinomas (BCC). Twenty showed an additional feature of positive staining on the dermal aspect of peripheral cells of tumour lobules. In squamous cell carcinomas (SCC) (n = 16), surface expression was attenuated in eight and absent in a further four. Strong surface expression, similar to normal skin was seen in all examples of Bowen's disease (n = 6), viral wart (n = 3), seborrhoeic keratosis (n = 3) and actinic keratosis (n = 4). This study demonstrates that, in BCC and SCC, but not in premalignant lesions, cell-surface expression of E-cadherin is reduced, consistent with the observation that the loss of E-cadherin is associated with tumour invasion.